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Introduction
Since the 1990s we have witnessed concentrated activities of major international do-
nors and organizations in the field of gender and development. Although women’s is-
sues have been broadly discussed since 1970s, when the first World Conference on 
Women has been organized and the General Assembly of the United Nations adopted 
the Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CE-
DAW), the turning point for coordinated action in women’s empowerment is closely 
associated with the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995, where the 
new concept of “gender and development” emerged. It calls for removal of remaining 
sources of inequality between men and women, introduces gender equality as a human 
right, and contains the method of “gender mainstreaming” that requires the inclusion of 
a gender dimension throughout institutions, policies, planning and decision-making.1
Increased interest in gender equality in the 1990s has contributed to the creation of 
several databases and regular reporting on gender and the role of women in the world.2
As the United Nations Millennium Declaration was adopted in September 2000 by the 
General Assembly, the world leaders have resolved “to promote gender equality and 
the empowerment of women as effective ways to combat poverty, hunger and disease 
and to stimulate development that is truly sustainable.”3 Within the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDGs) the promotion of gender equality and women’s empowerment is 
goal number three. This goal is unique because it underpins all the others goals, which, 
as is widely recognized, cannot be reached without achieving goal number three. Do-
nor agencies and policy makers tend to agree that increased women’s access to edu-
cation, health, credit, formal legal rights and employment opportunities, in conjunction 
with economic growth, will substantially improve the socio-economic role of women in 
developing countries. 
Women in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA)4 region constitute about half of the 
307 million population.5 Arab women have made considerable gains in the past dec-
                                               
1
Morrison, Christian and Johannes Juetting. The Impact of Social Institutions on the Economic 
Role of Women in Developing Countries. May 2004. Working Paper No. 234, OECD. p. 11.
2
UNDP Human Development Reports, GDI and GEM, UN’S World’s Women, World Bank’s 
GenderStats.
3
United Nations General Assembly. Resolution 2 sesion 55. United Nations Millenium 
Declaration. 8. September 2000, p. 5. 
4
MENA: Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, the Arab Republic of Egypt, the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, the Palestinian Territories, Qatar, 
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ade, particularly in the areas of health and education. However the improved access to 
education has not translated into equal access to economic participation. In 2001, the 
participation of women in global economy was estimated at 55.2 per cent. Participation 
of women in the East Asia and Pacific stands at 70 per cent, while the participation rate 
of Arab women in the national economies of Arab states is mere 29 percent.6
Within the MENA region the high-income GCC countries stand out as the area with 
overall lowest economic activity rate of female in the labor force.7 While the statistics 
often mention that the rate has increased dramatically over the two decades between 
1980 and 2000: almost doubled in Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar and Saudi Arabia, and al-
most tripled in Oman and United Arab Emirates,8 very large proportions of the female 
labor force are expatriate women. The data available from year 2002 assessed that 
expatriate women constitute 79.2% of the female labor force in Oman, 71.6% in Qatar 
and 71.5% in Kuwait.9 Therefore the participation of female nationals is much lower 
than the statistics – where the division between expatriate women and nationals in la-
bor force is not drawn - would indicate. 
Research overview:
The literature about employment of women in the MENA region has been growing 
steadily over the past years, which reflects the importance international organizations, 
national government and researchers attribute to the topic. 
On the international organizations level (WB, UN-ESCWA, UN-POGAR, IMF) the fe-
male employment in MENA is discussed within two broad topics: Human resource de-
velopment and economy, growth and labor markets. Data is usually extracted from 
their databases and compared across the region and world, to determine the issues
specific to Middle East. In the last decade, since about 2000, reports and books con-
centrating on various aspects of female employment in the MENA region – women in 
public sphere, gender and employment, female entrepreneurship, country specific or 
sector specific case studies – have been published, both by the international organiza-
tions or individual researchers. A growing number of studies are discussing the metho-
dology in assessing women’s participation in the economy (both formal and informal) 
and designing conceptual frameworks or tools and kits aimed at encompassing the full 
                                                                                                                                         
Saudi Arabia, the Syrian Arab Republic, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, and the Republic 
of Yemen. 
5
ESCWA. Where do Arab Women stand in the development process? Gender-based statistical 
analysis. Economic and Social Comission for Western Asia, 2004. p. 9.
6
Ibid, p. 21.
7
Bahrain 21%, Kuwait 23%, Oman 17%, Qatar 16%, Saudi Arabia 18%, UAE 13% in the year 
2000. Ibid. p. 20. 
8
ESCWA. Women and Men in the Arab Countries: Employment. Economic and Social Comis-
sion for Western Asia, 2002, p. 6.
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range of women’s engagement, which cannot be fully understood through the regular 
labor market indicators and statistics.10
The whole topic of female employment in MENA (participation in formal and informal 
economy, vocational training, environment for female employment and entrepreneur-
ship, obstacles and challenges in promotions, wage gap, segregation of occupations, 
unemployment etc.) suffers from lack of gender disaggregated data. While the situation 
has certainly improved and many countries are incorporating gender dimension in their 
statistics11, the publicly available data remains scarce. Additionally in the case of 
Oman, the situation is further exacerbated as there appears to be complete ban on one 
type of indicator in national reports: unemployment. 
Country specific research about Omani women in labor market, their participation in the 
workforce and their employment status is a matter of the last decade, which corres-
ponds to increased interest in the topic of women’s economic activity and its potential 
worldwide. The published research is limited to a handful of studies. Some of them: Al-
Lamky, Asya (2007), Al-Lamki, Salma (1999) deal with women in leadership and ma-
nagerial positions. While they are not explicitly connected with the environment for fe-
male employment they point out many obstacles that women are facing in public life 
due to societal conditions and traditions, which picture women foremostly as wives and 
mothers. Three studies – all of them about female entrepreneurs in Oman – have been 
published: Dechant, Kathleen and Al-Lamki, Asya (2005), Al-Riyami, Rahma (2001) 
and McElwee, Gerard (2003). All concentrate on established female entrepreneurs and 
their individual choices to become entrepreneurs. From various angles they discuss 
and analyze the reasons why women choose to set up businesses, what the biggest 
obstacles and challenges were in doing so, and what the expected rewards of that ac-
tion would be and if they were fulfilled. Cultural conditions, state bureaucracy, problems 
in financing, lack of networks and role models are mentioned on the negative side, 
while husband or family support, broadened horizons by education and female entre-
preneur friends are mentioned on the positive side. The focus of these studies lies with 
female entrepreneurs as individuals and as a group and their distinctive features as 
opposed to their male counterparts. 
Data sources
Primary sources are without exception Omani documents, about 90% of which are in 
Arabic. They include:
 Government long-term and medium term development plans and vision
                                                                                                                                         
9
UNDP. The Arab Human Development Report 2005: Towards the Rise of Women in the Arab 
World. United Nations Development Programme, Regional Bureau for Arab States: 2006, p. 
121.
10
For example toolkits of IFC (International Finance Corporation).
11
ESCWA in cooperation with many international partners has launched the Development of 
National Gender Statistics Programmes in the Arab Countries (GSP). Information available 
at http://www.escwa.un.org/gsp/index.html. 
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 Laws of state and executive provisions (from 1971 to 2009, Sultan’s decrees 
and where available also ministerial decisions)
 Government reports, publications, and bulletins
 News articles.
Secondary sources:
International reports and briefs, conference proceedings, academic and circular 
publications, reports and documents from international organizations.
Methodology
Presented research is a cross-sectional descriptive study of the Omani legal framework 
and public policy. Analysis of these is conducted with the environment for female em-
ployment as a central focus. The study uses qualitative research methods, primarily 
contents and gender analysis. In many chapters a chronological descriptive method is 
used to emphasize the developments overtime.
Objectives: The study aims to assess the environment in Oman as created by gov-
ernment through its policy, programs and laws and tries to pinpoint the gaps, impedi-
ments and obstacles that effect employment of female nationals in its current form. In 
conclusion it presents suggested policy measures and ammendments, to improve the 
situation.
The study is structured in two sections, one discusses long-term and medium term de-
velopment policy and implemented programs, the second one concentrates on laws, 
executive provisions and law enforcement processes. 
Constituent research questions:
 Introductory: What is the current structure of labor force in Oman? How 
are female nationals represented and in which sectors?
 Public policy: What is government doing to improve the participation of 
women in labor force and their status in society? According to what promul-
gated policy? Which government institutions participate and what do the 
realized programs concentrate on? Do they reflect the policy plan? Are they 
effective and to what degree?
 Legal framework: What is the current structure of legal framework concern-
ing women at work? Who creates the law, and how is this done? Is the text 
of law gender blind/ differentiated/ discriminatory? In which instances? Why 
and how does it impede women’s choices to work and access to paid formal 
employment? How is the law applied? Are women part of the law enforce-
ment process? (police force, judiciary) Are there any legal literacy programs 
for women?
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 Conclusion: Policy recommendations. 
The study is formally divided into six chapters. First chapter is introductory and draws a 
picture of current status of female employment in Oman in comparison to male em-
ployment, with a distinction drawn between public and private sector employment and 
the Omani and non-Omani labor forces. 
The second chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the state’s development 
policy over the last fourty years. Emphasis has been accorded to human resource de-
velopment, labor market and employment policies and policies and programs aimed 
directly at women. The last ten years have been analyzed in detail to enable conclu-
sions in the third chapter about government efficiency in implementing these policies. A 
special section has been accorded to Omanization policy, which has good potential to 
increase the employment of female nationals.
The third chapter summarizes realized programs in four fields directly connected to the 
aim of this study: education and vocational training; social welfare, insurance and re-
tirement; employment programs; and entrepreneurship support. 
The fourth chapter provides analysis of Omani legal texts, which are fundamental in 
creating environment for female employment. The scope of analyzed laws is very 
broad – ranging from constitutional, personal and civil status laws to labor law and civil 
code, social insurance and retirement legal provisions and international treaties.
The fifth chapter is about rule of law and describes both the process of law promulga-
tion and its enforcement. The chapter discusses the role of Majlis ad-Dawla and possi-
ble further developments into a full legislative body and looks into the recent develop-
ments of the judiciary system in Oman. In line with the scarce data the chapter draws 
preliminary conclusions about women’s participation in legislative, law enforcement and 
judiciary processes and the challenges and obstacles women might face when con-
templating legal action.
The final chapter presents policy recommendations and courses of action, which would 
lead to improvements in the environment for female employment in Oman and also 
increases in the number employed. 
Limitations: 
 While the study does mention certain socio-cultural norms which influence fe-
male employment, it does not provide analysis of women’s status in Omani so-
ciety. 
 The study does not include personal views of female workers or challenges 
they might face, once they enter the labor market as an employee or business 
woman, relating to wages, promotions or other developmental processes. 
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 Furthermore the whole enquiry is limited to the employment of female nationals 
and does not discuss the situation of foreign female workers in Oman.
 The analysis of legal texts is restricted only to legal texts published by the state 
from 1971 to 2009 and does not contain a specific chapter on Islamic law and 
Shariah, unless it is specifically mentioned in the promulgated state’s laws. 
Keywords: gender, law, public policy, employment, environment, Oman
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1 Gender and the Economy
1.1 Macro-economic climate
Oman's economy changed dramatically with the discovery of oil at the end of sixties, 
and the subsequent transition of power to Sultan Qaboos, who ended long political and 
economical isolation of Oman maintained by his father. In 1967 Oman began exporting 
oil, revenues from which in early seventies enabled the new Sultan to embark on a 
journey, transforming the traditional Oman, with its scattered population dependent on 
agriculture and fisheries, to a modern state with economic and political ties to outside 
world, developing infrastructure and functioning health care and educational sectors.
Oil remains a dominant factor in Oman's economy constituting about two fifths of
Oman's GDP and almost three quarters of government income.12 As the oil resources 
are rapidly diminishing and are expected to run out in about 17 years,13 the Omani
government is facing a huge challenge. The government's predicament is further ex-
acerbated by rapid population growth (3.1%) and the pressures that this entails, such 
as massive investments in infrastructure. The situation is also being effected by an 
overstaffed public sector and the worldwide economic downturn.
Oman has a free market economy, but the government remains a vital player both as 
an employer and purchaser of goods and services. The main export commodities are 
oil, live animals, animal products, textiles, mineral products, and recently also liquified 
natural gas (LNG). The biggest proportion of exports go to China (29.3%), followed by 
UAE (10.9%), Japan (10.6%) and South Korea (9.6%).14 Estimates for 2008 place ex-
port values at 37.7 billion US$, and imports at 22.9 billion US$. The biggest importing 
trading partners are UAE (27.2%) and Japan (15.6%), followed by USA, China and 
India, each with about 5%.15 Oman joined World Trade Organization (WTO) in year 
2000. 
The manufacturing sector is concentrated around non-metalic mineral products, foods, 
chemicals and equipment for industrial development such as electric generators, desa-
                                               
12
Encyclopaedia Britannica. Oman: Economy. Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2010. [Available at 
www.britannica.com, last access June 2010.]
13
Encyclopedia of the Nations. Oman: Overview of Economy. Encyclopedia of the Nations, 
2010. [Available at www.nationsencyclopedia.com, last access July 2010.] 
14
U.S. Department of State. Background Note: Oman. U. S. Department of State, Diplomacy in 
Action, 2010. [Available at www.state.gov, last access July 2010.]
15
Ibid.
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linization complexes and cement plants. Agriculture and fisheries remain important 
sectors and generate extensive employment, although they constitute only 2.1% of 
GDP. Main agricultural products are dates, bananas, mangoes and alfalfa. The fishing 
sector is renowned for kingfish, tuna, shrimps, lobsters and abalone. 
Oman is a middle income country with GDP around 60 billion US$, and per capita GDP 
21,646 US$. For other economic indicators please refer to the table below. 
Table 1: Macro-economic indicators
Indicator Unit 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005
Population
Total population Millions 1.52 1.84 2.17 2.4
2.55 
(2007)**
Female population % of total 46 44 41 42 44
Sex ratio
Male per 100 
females
121 
(2007)**
Economy ***
GDP US$, billion 10.0 11.6 13.8 19.8 30.9
GDP per capita, PPP US$ 7,112 6,865 7,749 8,271 9,102
GNI per capita, PPP US$ 9,100 10,360 13,160 15,100 18,920
Economic participa-
tion
Labor force, total Thousand 439 570 770 879 977
Labor force, fe-
male***
% of total la-
bor force
15 14 12 15 18
Female economic 
activity rate
% ages 15 
and older
18 19 20 23 25
Female economic 
activity
% of male 
rate, 15 and 
older
27 
(2004)*
Number of expatriate 
working women
Thousands 
145 
(2002)*
Percentage of female 
labor force who are 
expatriate women
%
79.2 
(2002)*
Unemployment, total
% of total la-
bor force
23 
(2001)**
